Stephen F. Austin State University

SFA ScholarWorks
Electronic Theses and Dissertations
5-2018

Poteus
Jimmy Snowden
Stephen F Austin State University, jimmysnowden7@gmail.com

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.sfasu.edu/etds
Part of the Fine Arts Commons

Tell us how this article helped you.
Repository Citation
Snowden, Jimmy, "Poteus" (2018). Electronic Theses and Dissertations. 151.
https://scholarworks.sfasu.edu/etds/151

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by SFA ScholarWorks. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Electronic Theses and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of SFA ScholarWorks. For more information,
please contact cdsscholarworks@sfasu.edu.

Poteus
Creative Commons License
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 4.0
License.

This thesis is available at SFA ScholarWorks: https://scholarworks.sfasu.edu/etds/151

PROTEUS

By

JIMMY DON SNOWDEN, Associates Degree, Bachelor of Fine Arts

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of
Stephen F. Austin State University
In Partial Fulfillment
Of the Requirements

For the Degree of
MASTER OF FINE ARTS

STEPHEN F. AUSTIN STATE UNIVERSITY
MAY 2018

PROTEUS

By
JIMMY DON SNOWDEN, Associates Degree, Bachelors of Fine Arts

APPROVED:
______________________________________
Jeff Brewer, M.F.A. Exhibition Director
______________________________________
Linda Post, M.F.A. Committee Member
______________________________________
Wesley Berg, M.F.A. Committee Member
______________________________________
Robert Z. Selden Jr. Ph.D. Committee Member

________________________________
Pauline M. Sampson, Ph. D.
Dean of Research and Graduate Studies

ABSTRACT

Proteus is an exhibition that consists of seven sculptures, three woodcut
prints, and an installation comprised of steel and ceramics. The seven sculptures
vary in size and are fabricated from steel, wood, plastic, and foam. The woodcut
prints are hand carved and large in scale from a printmaking standpoint. The
purpose of Proteus is to explore ideas of balance as it pertains to: life, death,
love, resentment, adventure, responsibility, the subconscious, and the physical
world. The methods employed while producing this body of work range from
traditional to experimental, and the results of the endeavor are mainly obtained
through process. The work itself is a byproduct of my peregrination to find
balance and harmony through the manipulation of the visual weight of objects,
colors, textures, space, and scale.
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INTRODUCTION

The summer of 1990, I found myself in Port Aransas Texas, not unlike most of
my childhood summers. This summer was a little different than the ones before, I
was ten years old, and I was spending the week with my grandfather. The project
of the week was to build a fish-cleaning stand because the previous cleaning
stand had succumbed to the elements. He said, “Rooster, we are going to
fiberglass this one, and it will last the rest of my lifetime.” He always called me
Rooster because he said I had grit, or maybe just because he loved John Wayne
movies. He wanted to make an exact replica of the old stand, so we measured all
the boards’ lengths, widths, and heights. “ Measure them again,” he said, in a
stern tone that was often his manner of speaking. “ You always measure twice,
and three times if you’re a dummy.” After we had collected all of the
measurements we went to Billmores Hardware Store and picked out some
straight pieces of treated lumber. He told me that you should always get the
quality pieces of lumber, because if you did not the job would be twice as hard.
The cashier gave us the total and my grandfather said, “Put it on my tab”, in that
same stern tone. The cashier frowned and meekly stated, “Dr. Maniatis, you
need to pay your tab.” We gathered up the lumber and walked out of the store. I
asked later why he did not pay, and he said he would pay when he was ready to
1

and that we had more important things to do. After three days, I had built a
replica of the cleaning stand with the guidance and direction of my Papa. I was
only ten, but it was probably one of the proudest moments of my life.
Since then my hands have created many things, but the attention to detail
and pride in craftsmanship learned that summer of 1990 has always been at the
forefront of my mind. I took my first collegiate art course, because it was a
requirement of the baseball coach. He made every player take ceramics for wrist
strength. I was hooked, and before I knew it, I was good at it. Ceramics became
more rewarding to me than sports, and I put the same type of practice into it. I
have always stressed to my students the value in the monotonous repetition of
fundamental skills. This thought process of creating muscle memory is crucial to
quality craftsmanship. While finishing my Bachelor of Fine Art at Texas A&M
Kingsville, the printmaking professor asked me if I wanted to participate in a
steamroller-printing event. I had only carved one relief print in my entire life, but I
thought it might be fun so I carved my first large-scale woodcut in 2012. Just like
that, I had found another medium that brought me profound satisfaction.
In keeping with the theme of hard work, steel has always been something
that I have enjoyed manipulating, and like ceramics, upon completion there is
finality to the work, which is very satisfying. Working in commercial and
residential construction, I had plenty of practice working with steel and it seemed
appropriate to use these skills in my work as an artist. At present, most of my
work is constructed using steel in one or more elements of a piece. I have found
2

that sculpture provides the greatest freedom to explore, in that it encompasses
all mediums.
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INFLUENCES

My work is influenced by experience, especially life as lived in the twenty
first century and how it contrasts to the twentieth. There are, of course, artistic
influences that have helped steer my work as well, but most of these artistic
influences are artists that I have met or spent time and with whom I have
collaborated. The traditional, “my work is influenced by” statement is difficult for
me to complete. When pressed, I must mention that the forms and balance of
Alexander Calder and abstractions of Joan Miro come to mind when reflecting on
my work. David Smith is another artist that I think my work resembles.
The work of David Smith and the story of his life resonate in that it is
similar to mine. Smith took the skills he learned in the automotive factories and
applied them to his work. He was mainly responsible for the use of welding in
American sculpture, or at least one of the first to do so. I too have spent my time
in the laborforce. Welding sewer pipeline and fabricating steel structures for
functional use fortified my metal working skills to the point that I am comfortable
making large-scale steel works.
In my early twenties, I was lucky enough to meet some really interesting
artists. One of these artists was Leonardo Drew. He was preparing for a show at
Artpace in San Antonio, Texas and I was able to spend a few days observing him
4

through his process. He referred to the objects he was assembling as processed
not found. He would go out and collect all sorts of things then alter them through
various ageing processes. Sometimes he would burn things other times he would
put metal objects into a giant vat that he had built on the top of an old textile
factory. The most important thing that I took away from this experience was his
work ethic. He was always working. He was quoted saying, “As far as inspiration,
I work pretty much around the clock in the studio, 18 to 20 hours a day
sometimes, and it’s an ongoing process, one work feeds the next. It’s a symbiotic
relationship with what is occurring in my life at certain times and how that is
translated into what I do in the studio. My life is the studio…” (Allen, 25). I try to
treat my studio practices in somewhat of the same manner, but not to the
extremes as Drew.
I also met an artist named Vincent Valdez around the same time that I met
Drew. I was able to visit him in his studio, and we talked for an hour or so. I
remember he was working on a massive pastel drawing that’s scale and detail
amazed me. He laughed at some dumb story I told and he replied that if I wanted
to be a professional artist, it was going to take perseverance and hard work. He
too has a tremendous work ethic and is known to spend months working on a
composition trying to get every detail correct. His combination of cultural and
political imagery is also reflected in some of my work.
My content influences are the ocean, passage of time, progress, craft,
heritage, adventure, culture, industry, and history. The ocean fills me with
5

wonderment, and there is rarely a day when I am not yearning to be near her.
Trying to grasp the idea of something so siren and violent at the same time perks
curiosity. Its vastness makes it ideal for adventure, the kind of adventures where
anything is possible. The potential for the next idea is limitless. This body of work
contains crowds of marine symbolism, and many of the forms are derived form
the movement of water. There is a kind of balance that the ocean brings to the
environment that is unmatched; it is the battery that charges the Earth. “A man is
never lost at sea…” (Hemingway, 89).
Ernest Hemingway has also been a substantial influence in that his
understated style of writing held more intellectual value than many of the more
pretentious wordsmiths of the twentieth century. My hope is that the aesthetics of
my work could be likened to the writings of Hemingway because they are easy
enough to appreciate that the common man can enjoy them, but the content is
potent enough to intrigue the educated and intellectual.
Lastly, the passage of time and life’s morbidity involved with it has played
as an acutely grand influence in concepts and fabrication of Proteus. As I grow
older time moves at an increasingly rapid pace with the passing of each day. It
weighs so heavy thinking that I am running out of time, and there are so many
things left to experience and conquer. “Now is the time to think of only one thing.
That which I was born for.” (Hemingway, 40). Death is a natural and essential
part of ones life, and for me it seems that if I do not hurry it might catch me
before I am finished.
6

PROCESS

Proteus has been an endeavor to say the least. I felt it vital to include a
diverse set of mediums because mythology boasts of Proteus changing his
shape to avoid capture. From Proteus comes the adjective protean, which means
versatile or capable of assuming many forms. A protean individual is flexible and
displays qualities like versatility and adaptability. In this spirit, I have tried to
exhibit my versatility through the range of works that make up Proteus.
There are three large-scale woodcut prints in the exhibition. Wrong Button
Jackalope measures three feet by four feet long. Being that there is not a press
in Nacogdoches large enough to accommodate the scale of this print, the image
was printed by hand. This is an age-old process and it seemed fitting to print this
way considering woodcuts are a dated style of printmaking in their own right.
Hand printing and pulling an image from a relief is not complicated, but it is
physically strenuous. The woodcut is placed on a level surface, and ink is applied
to the block using a roller. After the ink has been applied evenly on the surface of
the woodcut, the paper is registered and placed on top of the ink. Then pressure
is applied using a baren, a small hand-held rubbing device that looks much like a
miniature curling stone. Appling pressure and using circular rubbing motion on
the paper it forces the ink to adhere to the underside of the paper leaving the
7

image that was carved into the block on the paper. Reservations was printed in
the same fashion.
For the largest of the prints, West Texas Wise, a rolling devise was used
to print this image. It consisted of a six-foot link of twelve-inch pipe and with
bearings fastened to a twelve-foot steel frame that I fabricated. The device was
then rolled over the print print like a steamroller. The process of carving a
woodcut is one of patience and meticulous cuts that can consume days, weeks,
and as for West Texas Wise, months. This print is eight feet by four feet. Its scale
is overwhelming, especially for a woodcut. It took six months to carve. Carving a
relief print requires taking away all the negative space, with gouges, leaving the
image as a raised surface for the ink to adhere to. I use Flexcut hand gouges to
do my carving; using good tools make for precision cuts. I did not use any
machines to carve of these prints. It seems purer to carve them by hand,
because a machine is just another barrier between the man and the art he is
making. At some point in every print, I find myself almost defeated, “but man is
not made for defeat. A man can be destroyed but not defeated.” (Hemmingway
40). The act of carving and all the strain and time it consumes is always
outweighed by the satisfaction of the finished product. The hard work is a source
of tremendous pride.
The installation, 316 Station Street, Is consists of steel rod and 316
ceramic vessels. The idea of vessels in a vessel has been on my mind for a long
time and this was my attempt to portray this theme. 316 Station Street is a
8

commentary on life and how the individuals we come in contact with influence the
journey through it. Cutting, bending, and welding quarter inch steel rods form the
fabrication of the boat. Each pot was thrown on a potter’s wheel and the time
spent throwing each one, as opposed to casting all of them, is a representation of
the time spent with the people who have influence me. The time and the
monotony of doing something over and over, keeps with the theme of assiduous
work and repetition, which mirrors everyday life.
Lastly, the seven freestanding sculptures are made of steel, wood, plastic,
and foam. The bases of all of these sculptures are welded steel and each top is
unique. The bases are constructed through cutting, bending, welding, grinding,
and sanding to provide a seamless appearance. Some of the topper forms are
made of foam that is coated with two-part resin and plastic. Development of
these forms begins by cutting the foam into the general desired shape, then
sanding them to a smooth surface. After the form is constructed, the two-part
plastic/resin is mixed and brushed on one thin coat at a time to build up a hard
shell around the form. The plastic shell then has to be sanded to obtain a flat
surface that can then be painted. The foam is not as durable as steel, but the
weight of the foam makes it possible to create a mystery in how something that
looks heavy seems to be floating in space. Alexander Calder stated, “To an
engineer, good enough is perfect. With an artist, there is no such thing as
perfect.” This statement seems relevant when speaking about foam construction.
It always seems to bear imperfections that need correction.
9

Welded boat forms adorn three of the sculptures. The fabrication of these
forms was achieved through the same processes as the bases. The difference is
that after completing a seamless, precision form, I beat, scratch, and patinate
them to provide each with the illusion of age. The last sculpture is topped with
refined cedar. The wood forms that sit atop this sculpture were shaped using
traditional woodworking tools like rasps and files. Finally, they were sanded using
iteration shifts in finer grit sandpaper each time to achieve a glasslike surface.
Using traditional processes in the construction of my work adds to the total
time spent in the production phase of the elements. It is a nod to tradition and
heritage; moreover it results in a higher quality of craftsmanship.

10

EXHIBITION

Proteus consists of seven freestanding sculptures, three woodcut prints,
and an installation made up of steel and ceramics. The work was exhibited May
2018 at the Griffith Gallery in the music building on the campus of Stephen F.
Austin State University.
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Fig. 1. West Texas Wise, 2017. Woodcut, 96in x 48in
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Fig. 2. Reservations. 2018. Woodcut, 36in x 48in

13

Fig. 3. Wrong Button Jackalope. 2018. Woodcut, 48in x36in
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Fig. 4. 316 Station Street. 2018. Steel, Ceramic. 96in. x 48in x 10in
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Fig. 5. Baker. 2018. Steel, Foam, Plastic. 96in x 13in x 28in
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Fig. 6. Southern. 2018. Steel. 72in x 13in x 28in
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Fig. 7. Big Slough. 2018. Steel, Wood. 48in x 24in x 15in
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Fig. 8. Falcon. 2018. Steel, Foam. 48in x 24in x 15in
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Fig. 9. Hospital. 2018. Steel, Foam. 48in x 24in x 15in
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Fig. 10. Nine-Mile Hole. 2018. Steel. 48in x 24in x 15in
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Fig. 11. Site 55. 2018. Steel. 48in x 24in x 15in
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Fir. 12. Proteus. 2018. Bronze. 12in x 5in x 4in
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